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Editorial comment. The spinal cord participates in the central neuromediation of penile erection, by relaying ascending and descending neural information and coordinating neural re¯ex loops between penile afferents and both autonomic and somatic efferents involved in re¯exive erectile responses. Several lumbosacaral spinal nuclei have been identi®ed as being associated with distributions of these nerves in the pelvis important for erection. In addition, physiological, pharmacological and immunohistochemical support exists for the roles of oxytocin and serotonin in the spinal regulation of penile erection. However, morphological evidence that correlates oxytocinergic and serotoninergic terminals in the spinal cord and spinal neurons that project to the relevant erectile structures in the pelvis has not been well-demonstrated. These investigators have combined immunohistochemistry of oxytocinergic and serotonergic ®bers at the lumbosacral level of the male rat spinal cord with retrograde tracing from the pelvic nerve or from the ischiocavernous and bulbospongiosus muscles that reveals probable synaptic contacts. Oxytocinergic ®bers were selectively associated with sacral preganglionic neurons whereas serotoninergic ®bers were extensively associated with both sacral preganglionic neurons and motoneurons. Correspondingly, as suggested by the investigators, oxytocin would appear to have a role in the autonomic spinal circuitry that mediates penile erections whereas serotonin would appear to have a more pivotal role in the regulation of corporal tissue as well as striated penile muscle responses. Further work remains necessary to characterize the actual physiologic roles of these neurochemicals operating at various spinal nuclei, particularly with respect to serotonin which may exert effects through different proerectile and antierectile receptor subtypes.
